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Article 19

Mary Knight
Northville High School
Patricia Dorrian
FAREWELL
"Are you sure this is what you want to do?1IDad asked anxiously, his eyes
warm and searching.
IIThisis the only way I can say goodbye,1I I half smiled and swung the car
door open. I slid out and slammed the door. As the car rolled away, I felt
helplessly abandoned; I wanted to run after Dad and crawl back into security.
But instead I turned, crossed the road and started down the fifty-foot stairway to the beach. At the bottom, my sandals hit the sand and I abandoned
them. I felt like a corked thermos, filled with carbonated pop. If only I
could cry. My childhood wounds always used to disappear with one long tearful
bout.
I had always found the beach a place of solace; but this time was different. I knelt in the sand, scooping large handfuls and sifting it through my
fingers with hourglass simplicity. I felt hollow inside, my emotions rattling
within me.
Aunt Edith was still alive on this beach, along with my memories of that
July 4th three years ago. The day-long celebration had been topped by a campfire on this beach, to watch the fireworks over the harbor. As the grand
finale exploded and fizzled into the harbor water, the crowd began to disperse.
Aunt Edith and I lingered near the glowing campfire, gazing at the stars.
Silence hung like a comfortable old friend as our private thoughts held the
moment.
"Whoya thinking about?1I Aunt Edith grinned, catching me starry-eyed.
"Oh, no one," I fibbed, staring closely at the fire.
"He must be pretty special,1I she mused, guessing my secret.
1I0h,he's just so cute!" I turned to her. IIAndhe seems so sweet, not
stuck-up."
"Does he like yoU?1I
"He doesn't even know I exist; he's first-string linebacker on the football team and he's going with a cheerleader."
I felt her arm rest on my shoulder.
IILifeis sometimes difficult to understand, Little Lady. Maybe someday
he'll notice you. If not, don't worry, there are plenty more boys in this
world. You'll have lots more dreams in your lifetime."
"Did you ever dream about things?"
"Oh, yes, ...so many times," she whispered reminiscently, hugging her
knees up under her chin.
"Did any of them ever come true?"
She looked down into my eyes and smiled, her shoulder touching mine.
"Lots of them."
IIThat's the way life is?"
"Yep."
We smothered the campfire with sand and started across the beach toward
home.
Home? How could the place be home now with Aunt Edith gone?
Walking over to the large swingset, I mounted a skinny board, pushed off,
and pumped hard to get off the ground. The wind cooled my cheeks. I
straightened my body back and let my long hair rake the warm sand; my feet
blocked the dismal, waning moon. Reaching the top of one swing, I loosened my
grip on the chains and jumped, landing hard on my hands and knees in the sand.
The grit stung my bare skin, and I walked to the water's edge and splashed icy
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cold water on my wounds. The lake, the sand, the moon, the stars waited.
I returned to Aunt Edith's hotel in my imagination to put my world back
together. Squeezing my eyes shut, I placed myself in the familiar four poster
brass bed snuggled under a handmade, patchwork quilt at the Nettleton. Though
once a turn-of-the-century boarding house, it now belonged to the Anderson's,
lifelong friends of my family. We had spent so many summers here, the hotel
was like another home.
From the second floor window, I could see a splash of bright blue rlslng
out to the horizon, Lake Superior, three blocks down the street. The North
country breeze whistled through the window, chilling me. Wrapping myself in a
fuzzy white robe, I turned and stepped like a quick white rabbit into the long
hallway to the first floor. I played hop-scotch to miss the cracks in the
floor, and reaching the stairs, tip-toed until I reached the bathroom door at
the bottom of the winding staircase. Water running behind the closed door told
me I wasn't the first person awake.
I peeked around the corner into the lobby and started a hot-footed pursuit of the tempting odors. Entering the dining room from the lobby, I could
see Aunt Edith in the kitchen, standing over the old No.5, the wood burning
stove. She stood cooking breakfast, as she had done every morning for her
guests, her tinted blond curls still rumpled from sleep, her middle-aged figure wrapped in a quilted cotton bathrobe to hold in sleep's sweet warmth.
She turned to greet me, "Good morning, Little Lady."
If I could only have those moments again.
Eluding busy clouds, the moon rose in the silver-gray sky like an opaque
fifty-cent piece. I traced her name in the sand; my finger trembled at the
sight. I settled back to Aunt Edith in the kitchen, which she had taught me
to love as much as she did. The Nettleton was where I had my first taste at
old-fashioned cooking.
Aunt Edie loved to do things on the spur of the moment, often late at
night. Once at 9:30 we started baking bread. We kneaded the sticky dough,
her arthritic hands working one side and my playful ones the other. We
laughed and kidded as we set the bread to bake and began the dishes in the
sweaty kitchen.
"Remember, if this bread is lopsided, it's not my fault; after all, I
don't know how to bake," I teased.
"But you have to eat it anyhow, Little Lady," Aunt Edie laughed.
While the bread baked, we sat in the parlor, where Aunt Edie tried to
teach me to crochet. We started with the chain stitch, my fingers feeling
like broomsticks as she helped me move the hook around the yarn. She never
became impatient with my left-handed awkwardness.
I finally laughed so hard at my own mistakes, I asked to try my luck at a
game of rummy.
"I think the bread is almost done," Aunt Edie excused me from a sure
beating.
But there would be no other lessons, no comfortable sharing; the lake
swirled over her name, leaving the spot blank before me.
How many times had I made the long trip to Grand Marais from home, curled
up against my makeshift pillow in my favorite seat, gazing at the cotton-ball
clouds and dreaming. The trip this night had been quiet and uneventful as
though Mom, Dad, and I were savoring our anticipated arrival at Grand Marais
and the Nettleton Hotel. How could we have known what lay just ahead.
"Mary, we're almost there!" Mother's voice had drained sleep from my
mind and filled the gap with realization. I felt the car turn sharply left
and saw the blinking yellow stoplight which marked the edge of the county
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line.

Five miles to go.
"Are you going to get up or are we going to leave you in the car?"
Mother brought me back to the real world again. I gazed out the window at my
paradise. The handsome building stood ample and white, accented by green
shutters and a blue-grey porch, sticking out like a welcome. A spiny picket
fence protected the grounds of the aging building and meekly encompassed the
untamed rose garden which perfumed the air each summer. A hand-carved flag
post stood patriotically at the entrance of the garden. The yellow porch
light, "the beacon," which Aunt Edie usually lit for expected guests, was
strangely dark.
"Maybe the bulb burned out or maybe Edith forgot to put it on," Mother
mocked my anxious question. I crawled out of the car and bounded up on the
creaking wooden porch, feeling it sag under my weight. Peeling paint drew my
attention to another strangeness. The black "Welcome" mat at the door wasn't
out. I missed that rubberized yellow-orange sunrise bursting over the commercial mountains, the "w" in welcome missing, stomped off by muddy feet.
"Hello, it's us," Mother called, and I heard her voice echo off the
wicker chairs and steel grey safe and shuttle through the sliding doors to the
dining room.
"Come in," a voice from deep inside mixed with the echo.
I yanked the screen door open and heard the injured squeal of the warped
wooden door on the cracked, yellow linoleum. Follow-the-leader, we trailed
into the lobby. An odor of perking coffee greeted us; our mouths watered in
expectation of bran muffins.
"Hot chocolate!" I whispered, anticipating Aunt Edith's special welcoming
drink for me. We entered the dining room and suddenly noticed the quiet and
calm. Barb, the Anderson daughter, stood over a bassinet in the corner,
changing Jason, her son. Somberly Mike, her husband, rose to meet us, his
eyes strained and bloodshot.
The mood was uncomfortable until Dad broke the awkward silence. "Where
are your folks?" he questioned.
"I saw the lights on at church when we went by. Are they down for their
weekly bingo game?" Mother quizzed, smiling.
Barb fastened the last safety pin on Jason's fresh diaper and picked him
up, slinging him across her shoulder. She turned to us, her round blue eyes
brimming with tears.
"Dad is lying down ...We have some bad news," her voice cracked as she
visibly struggled to hold back tears. "Mom died this morning."
Reality blurred; the room seemed to move under my feet. "Oh, my God!" I
murmured. Mom and Dad exchanged stunned looks.
"Oh, Barb! I'm so sorry," we said in almost practiced harmony.
"We got in late last night and Dad said Mom wasn't feeling well and he
didn't want to wake her because she had just drifted off to sleep. She had
been down with the flu," Barb had now regained her control. "This morning Dad
woke me and said he couldn't rouse Mom. I came down and realized she was in a
coma and called the ambulance, but she never regained consciousness at the
hospital."
Mother reached for Barb; the baby nestled sleepily between them.
"Look, Barb, we'll find a place to stay. Mary, do you want to come with
me?" my father gestured to the hall door.
"You can stay here over night. We don't have to leave for Detroit until
tomorrow morning," Barb objected.
"No," Dad said firmly, then turned to Mom. "You stay and see if you can
be of any help; we'll be back."
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We turned and stumbled through the same warm lobby we had entered only
minutes before. The damp, ghostly chill hung along the porch and driveway. I
clung closely to my Dad, fearing separation from my stable world. We each
crawled into our own side of the car in regimental order. The dashboard's
eerie light gave the car a phantom glow. Silence hung like a cloud of smoke.
The car hummed and rolled down the gravel road until it bounced to a stop at
the corner.
"Dad, can you get the motel alone?" my voice cut the fog like the bright
headligh ts .
"Sure, why?"
"I'd like to take a walk down on the beach, can I?"
"How about if I drop you off here and I'll pick you up here when I'm
through. I'll toot for you," he said gently touching my hand to comfort.
The lake lapped at my feet, innocent of my loneliness. And I knew I must
return to the reality of loss.
A familiar horn greeted my return along the tide-dampened path; I turned
and slowly climbed the steps, the warm, dry sand sticking to my moist feet. I
tried to scrape it off on each step as though to clean the present away. At
the top I turned around to glance back once more. Where I had walked, leaving
footprints, the sand was not washed clear again by the incoming tide. My
footprints were merely sweet memories ...as was Aunt Edith now. "Life is sometimes difficult to understand, Little Lady." I turned back, crossed the road,
and opened the car door.
"Hi," Dad whispered.
"Did you get a motel?"
"Yes."
"Good," I sighed and crawled in next to him. I slid closer and wrapped
my bare arms around his strong right arm. Laying my head on his shoulder, I
let the tears come.
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